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outlying dependants, by the magistrates, who still had a
tight hand on all local life and pursuits, and by the middle
classes whose demure discontents had vanished in their
dreams of guillotines. When Fox urged that it might be
an advantage to Scotland to adopt in part the English law
rather than transport honest men for the crime of thinking
the existing Parliamentary representation imperfect, Dundas
boasted that the man who made such a proposal in Scotland
would never escape alive. It was to hunt down a small
minority whose opinions, so far from casting a fatal spell
over the English mind, exposed those who held them to a
social persecution, that all the liberties of England were
withdrawn.
It would be unreasonable to pretend that the Government
during these years had no need for vigilance or alarm. The
popular meetings were a distraction and an embarrassment
to Pitt just as the county meetings had been to North during
a war in which the governing classes thought as much was
at stake as Pitt believed to be at stake in the struggle with
France. Even Chatham had argued that the separation of
America from Great Britain would mark the beginning of
the decline of Britain's greatness. There was acute Irish
discontent which broke out into rebellion, just as there was
acute Irish discontent only stopping short of rebellion in
1782. Further the popular meetings were organised by a
different order in society, an order with which the Govern-
ment had no sympathy and with which they were genuinely
alarmed ; they were in truth the beginnings of political de-
mocracy ; their language, though not more violent than the
language used during the American War, was coloured by
the startling phrases of the French Revolution, and before
war broke out, embassies were sent to the French Conven-
tion, which were, to say the least of it, neither discreet nor
respectful in their allusions to the existing regime in Eng-
land. The Government were alive too to the sharp pro-
vocations of distress and high prices, and men who had
helped to foment discontent in other days, trembled before